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STAGECOACHING IN TERRITORIAL NEW MEXICO
By WILLIAM S. WALLACE
"THE MAIL and passengers came in Thursday morning
. . from the east in a wagon. An axle of the coach broke
on this side of Gregg's and a wagon had to be substituted.
There were five sacks of mail for this office. B. Seligman and
family of Santa Fe were passengers." 1
Such a notice as quoted above was common fare for the
reader of Territorial New Mexico newspapers. When the
stagecoach was early, late, or did not arrive. at all the press
was quick to note the fact; usually in a sarcastic vein. But,
when operations were normal, little attention was paid to
this major form of commercial transportation prior to the
coming of the railroad to New Mexico. The Territorial citizen
was prone to take the various stage lines for granted except
when they inconvenienced his own movements or disrupted
his mail service. Judging from the amount of space consumed
in the Territorial newspapers it would seem that the matter
of poor mail service was one of the major irritants in coping
with life/in New Mexico.
Tuesday evening's coach brought in about· as much mail as
one man could wheel on a wheelbarrow from Santa Fe. The
coach Wednesday morning brought no eastern- mail at all. It
.thus seems as if,the largest portion ·of the mail-for this place
must be taken through to Santa Fe and then returned the next
day. Where is the mail agent? We suppose that all the mail
for Las Vegas, Cimarron and even Trinidad and EI Moro will
soon come around by Fort Garland and .Santa Fe. 2
Despi~e the complaints and threats of the traveling
public, stagecoach lines were numerous eveJ1. if short-lived.
In 1882, when the railroad had already entered considerable
portions of New Mexico, there were still thirty-eight separate
stage lines· serving the various mining centers. The total
mileage of these stage lines was approximately 800 as compared with a total of 1,114 miles of railroads within the Territory as of December 1, 1882. The longest regularly operated
1.
2.

i

La. Vega. New Mexico) Gazette, October 28, 1877.
Ibid.
.
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route was from Deming to Mogollon, a distance of ninety
miles. 3
Stagecoach lines in New Mexico operated through two
distinct eras. The first was that of pre-railroad days.4 Until
the railroads penetrated various parts of the Territory from
1879 on, the stagecoach lines represented the only means of
regular commercial transportation. After 1879, the stagecoach lines became feeder operations u'sed entirely to supplement rail transportation. 5
3. Cf., William G. Ritch, IllUJItrated New Mexico (Santa Fe, 1883), VIII-XI: Ritch
cited the following stage routes as being hi. operation in 1882: Aztec, Rio Arriba county,
S. E. of Durango, Colorado, 42 miles by stage; Alma, Socorro county, in Mogollon
distriCt, N. M. from Silver City; Burro Mountains, Grant county, N. of Deming; Black
Range, Socorro county, W. of Engle, 40 to 80 miles; Clairmont, Socorro county, in
Mogollon district, N. W. from Silver City; Cooney, Socorro county in Mogollon district,
N. W. from Silver City; Carisillo or. Stonewall, Grant county, S. of Deming, 32 miles;
Central City, Grant county; N. W. of Deming, 40 miles; Cimarroncito, Colfax county,
N. W. of Springer; Canon del Agua, Santa Fe county, ,18 miles from Cerrillos station
on A. T. & S. F. railroad; Dolores (Old Placers, gold), Santa Fe county, S. of Cerrillos,
6 miles; Elizabethtown, Colfax county, 45 miles N. W. of Springer; Georgetown, Grant
county, 50 miles N. W. of Deming, or 54 miles N. E. of Lordsburg; Gallinas, Lincoln
county, 68 miles E. of Socorro; Golden, Santa Fe county, S. of Cerrillos, 12 miles;
Hillsboro, Dona Ana county, N. of Nutt, 25 miles; Hanover, Grant county, N. W. of
. Deming, 48 miles; Jarilla, Dona Ana county, E. of Las Cruces, 42 miles; Kingston,
Grant county, N. W. of Nutt, 35 miles via Lake Valley; Lone Pine, Santa Fe county,
S. of Cerrillos, 15 miles, stage to Golden; Lake Valley, Dona Ana county, N. W. of
Nutt, 12 miles; Lietendorf's, Grant county, S. of Lordsburg, 7 miles; Magdal'ma,
Socorro, S. W. of Socorro, 25 miles; Mogollon, Socorro, N. W. of Deniing, 90 miles,
stage via Silver City; New Placers, Santa Fe county, S. of Cerrillos station, 15 miles,
st~ge to Golden; Organs, Dona Ana county, E. of Las Cruces, 18 miles; Pueblo, Socorro
co~nty, W. of Socorro,. 30 miles; Pinos Altos. Grant county. N. W. of Deming, stage via
Silver City; Percha, Grant county, N. W. of Nutt, 35 miles; Santa Rita, Grant county,
N. W. of Deming, stage via Silver City; Shakespeare, Grant county, S. of Lordsburg,
3 miles; Silver City, Grant county, N. W. of Deming, 46 miles; San Pedro, Santa Fe
county, ,S. of Cerrillos, 16 miles; Telegraph, Grant' county, on the Rio Gila, stage via
Silver City; Ute Creek, Colfax county, N. W. of Springer, 40 miles, coach via Cimarron;
Virginia, Grant county, S. of Lordsburg. 10 miles; Vera Cruz, Lincoln county, S. E. of
Socorro, 80 miles, stage via White Oaks; White Oaks, Lincoln county, E. of Socorro:
80 miles.
4.' Literature on this period is scant and often eludes the researcher interested in
the history ofstagecoaching. The standard work on the Butterfield operation is Roscoe
Conkling and Margaret B.' Conkling, The Butterfield Overland Mail, 1857-1869: Its organization and operation. . . . (Glendale, Calif., 1947), 3 vols. Other sources making
references to stagecoaching in Territorial New Mexico are: John ~. Clum~ "Santa Fe"
in the 70's," NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW, II (Oct., 1927), 381-382, in which
C1um describes his trip from Kit Carson, Colorado, to Santa Fe in 1871 via Trinidad and
Raton Pass; Bess McKinnan, "The Toll Road over Raton Pass," ibid., II (Jan., 1927),
83-89, includes some data
the use of, Raton Pass by stage coaches; W. H. Ryus, The
S~cond WiUiam Penn: A True Account of the Incidents 'that happened along the Old
Santa Fe Trail in the Sixties (Kansas City, Mo., 1913), passim, is replete with references to stagecoaching during" the first period of stagecoaching in Territori~l New
Mexico.
5. Stagecoaching during this second periOd is involved in varying degrees .of
thoroughness in: Theron M. Trumbo's, u~he Little Bonanza," Ne,w Mexico Magazine,

on

206

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

The first era of stagecoach operations started in 1849
when a line was established between Independence, Missouri,
and Santa Fe. This line operated on a monthly schedule. It
was lat~r expanded to a daily service: Fares were about $250
one~way with a baggage, limit of forty pounds and $1 per
pound for' excess. Thirteen days and six' hours was the
scheduled time betw~en Santa Fe and Kansas City.6
Because of the east-west orientation of transportation in
the United States in so far as the nation as a whole is concerned, the major stagecoach lines provided relatively good
service across New. Mexico but, for commercial trapsportation north and south, service was left to the smaller independent carriers. The early Territorial newspapers contain
frequent advertisements of these independent 'carriers, and
they nearly all followed the same pattern of operation. Fares
were quoted on a one-way basis. 7 Terminals were located at
hotels,. and the route connected one or· more: communities
with a railroad.
The following advertisement in the Las Vegas Gazette on
April 6, 1881, is an example,of:what the small independent
stage lines offered the public: .HACK LINE
Strausner's hack line running weekly to White Oaks. ·Passengers carried 165 mile~ for $15. Leave orders at SumnerHouse,
Las Vegas or Burk's Hotel, White Oaks. Will make the trip. in
three or four days according to weather.

It was to the advantage of merchants to.have people use
the stagecoach in order to get potential customers and settiers
into the Territorial shopping centers. The local newspapers
were dependent on the success of the' local merchants and the
growth of a town's surrounding area. The editor would occasionally feature an article ~ncluding some mention of the
local stagecoach line service while reporting about trips to
28 (April, 1950), 28, wherein a hack line operation is referred to as operating between
Las Cruces and the Organ Mountains and William S. Wallace, "Short-Line Staging in
New Mexico," NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW, XXVI' (April, 1951), 89-100.
6. Cf., Ralph E. Twitchell, The Leading Facts of New Mexican History (Cedar
Rapids, 1912). II, 139-142: LeRoy Hafen, The Overland Mail, 1849-1869 (Cleveland,
1926),70-75,97,236: and Frank W. B1ackmar, Kansas: A Cyclapedia or State History
••. Etc. (Chicago, 1912), II, 736.
7. An exception to this is the round-trip reduced fares in effect on the Lake
. Valley, Hillsboro and Kingston, Ne~ Mexico Stage ·line. See: Wallace, op. cit., 97.
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potentially prosperous regions within the Territory. The
editor had to work diligently over his potential readership in
order to stay in business. One of his methods of accomplishing this was to take trips himself to neighboring communities and to report in his paper on the beauty of the scenery,
the sagacity of the merchants, and the beauty of the women
in the smaller towns visited.
One such article prior to the coming of the railroad involved a stagecoach journey from Las Cruces to the Silver
City area and return during the spring of 1871. 8 Aside from
the author's comments on mining, scenery, and the people
encountered along the way, he manages to impart some slight
observations on the trip itself. The driver, for instance, had
a coaching horn' and was mentioned as using it numerous
times. A horseman accompanied the stagecoach as far as the
crossing of the Rio Grande in order to cross before the stagecoach to,"see if the ford is the same as yesterday." The author
points out that if it "were not for this precaution our leaders 9
might plunge out of sight in some deep hole, and go,undergiving us (the only passenger) a right smart chance of a
•
ducking in the bargain."
The driver of the stagecoach kept the horses in a "steady
trot," and after stopping at a ranch, where a way station
was maintained, for a meal, "the team comes from the stable
very well cleaned, and looking as if they had fared' as well
as yourself." At the community of Rio Mimbres, the author
had to transfer from the
.
J. F. Bennett & Co.'s S. O. M. and Ex. Line, and take passage
"

with the W. H. Wiley & Co., who run a first-class branch line
to Fort Bayard, Silver City and Pinos Altos. An easy-riding,

8. The article referred to was a four column narrative by either N. V. Bennett or
A. C. Aabacock, editors of the paper in which the article appeared, the Las Cruces
weekly The BordereT, March 16, 1871: Another newspaper account of travel over this
territory in 1858 is Waterman L. Ormsby's series of articles published in the New York
Herald between September 26 and November 19, 1858. This series has since been published: Waterman L. Ormsby. The Butterfield Overland Mail, ed. by Lyle H. Wright
and Josephine M. Bynum (San Marino, California, 1955).
9. C<Leaders" is a term applied to the leading two horses when four or more horses
are used to pull a carriage, wagon. or stagecoach. The two horses nearest the driver
are called Hfwheelers." For further information on teams and stagecoach harness see
Wallace, op. cit., 98·101. The art of driving coaches, once so -well understood, is now
almost lost. The only published bibliography on the subject is Count Gerard de Contades',
Le Driving en France (151,7-1896) [Paris?, 1898], 209 PP. Maj. Gen. Geoffrey White's,
"Driving.,', Encyclopaedia Britannica (Chicago, 1936), VII, 665-667, is probably the
best discussion of the subject.
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open, spring wagon, ,giving one an opportunity to look about
him in every direction; a good span of California horses; Wiley
, and Smith for companions, make the, traveler, we can ass~re
him, a very pleasant trip over this, the most beautiful part of
the country.

/One of the more colorful stagecoach lines operated during
the second era of stagecoach operations in New Mexico was
the Kingston Stage Line, operated by Mr. and Mrs. S. J.
Orchard from 1888 to 1902. This line operated between Lake'
'Yalleyand Kingston by way of Hillsboro, New Mexico. 10 The
line apparently owned two Concord stagecoaches and an express wagon. Changes of teams were required four times
between Lake Yalley, where connections were made with the
railroad, and Kingston. l l An average of sixty horses was
needed to keep the line in operation,12'
,
This line was to become particularly well,..known because
Mrs. Sadie Orchard frequently drove the stagecoaches herself. This was the same Sadie Orchard referred to in some of
the w'ritingsof,Eugene Manlove Rhodes. 13
To insurepron.table operations, most stage lines sought
contracts for carrying the mail. The extent to which the Federal government aided Territorial stagecoach lines in this
respect is problematical. Post Office Department files concern:
ing star routes and other'types of cO]1tracts covering private
carriers of mail from 1870 through 1914 appear to have been
destroyed by authority of Congress. 14 That a great deal of
planning went into the determination of some of the routes,
however, is evident from a hitherto' unpublished document.
concerning the surveying of a route from Las Vegas to Fort
Elliott in 1885,11; During April and May of 1885, First Lieu. 10. Clay W. lOaden,. "Sadie Orchard. One of New Mexico'. Women Stage Drivers,"
unpublished MS. in New Mexico Writer's Project File, Library, Museum of New Mexico,
Santa Fe.
11. Ibid.
. 12. Betty Reich, "Stagecoach Days," unpublished MS. in New Mexico Writer's
Project HCity File," Library, Museum of New M.exico, Santa Fe.
,13. Vaden, op. cit.
14. Letters from the Chief Inspector, Post Office Department, to W. S. Wallace,
May 4, 1950, and F. R. Holdcamper (Industrial Records Branch, National Archives) to
idem, May 9, 1950. A small amount of statistical information on a few stage routes in
New Mexico in the early 1880's is found in the RePfJTt of the Postmaster-'Jeneral of the
United States; Bcing Part of the Message and Documents com·municated to the Two
Houses of Congress at the beginning of tile Second Session of the !,7th Congress (Washington, 1882),65, 132-135.
15. This route is referred to in Lillie Gerhardt Anderson's "Indian Country Outpost," New Mexico Magazine, 34 (March, 1956), 53.
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tenant E. H. Plummer, of the Tenth Infantry, under orders
. from the Post Adjutant at Fort Union, New Mexico, undertook to layout and carefully measure with odometers the
route;16
During a fifty-two day period, Lt. Plummer made a meticulous survey of the rOl).te to Fort Elliott by way of Fort Bascom, New Mexico, and Tascosa, Texas. The total mileage of
the route was 317.81 miles. Fort Elliott was located near
present day Mobeetie, in the Texas panhandle. In concluding
the report, Lt. Plummer explained:
I 'also measured frequently ove~ different kinds of road
to test the accuracy of the, odometers, I found that by driving
careful [ly] I could obtain a more accurate'measurement over
rocky winding roads with the odometer than I could with the
chain.
'
As the spring wagon and escort wagon loaded differently,
the above method was practically the same as measuring the
route twice, and by taking the mean of the two measurements
which usually differed from each other by less than one hundred
feet in twenty miles I am of the opinion that the measurements
are as near correct as can be. obtained by odometer measurement - or any other method.

Messr's. Cooke & Shaw

16. This document was made available through the kindness of Lt. Plummer's
daughter, the late Miss Bessie Plummer of Pacific Grove, California. The document consists of six manuscript pages and appears to be in the handwriting of Lt. Plummer.
17. Ryus. op. cit.• 22-23; 99-103, 161; Ft. Union Medical History. Dec. 31, 1873
(Arrott roll No.4) ; Ft. Bascom. Letters Sent. Dec. 19, 186'8 (Arrott roll No.8). These
and subsequent references to "Arrott . . ." refer'to the Arrott ·Collection of Western
Americana, Rodgers Library, New Mexico Highlands University. The co'Uection 'is
based primaril~ on transcripts and microfilms from the National Archives.
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Mail Contractors or Agent,
Santa Fe, N. M.
Gentlemen:
. I ain instructed by the Brevet Major General, Commanding, to
furnish you the enclosed c'opy of a letter from Fort Craig, N. M. dated
the 5th instant, with copy of General Hazen's endorsement thereon, and
to inform you that the escort now furnished your coaches from Fort
Craig, N. M. will be discontinued after the 1st proximo, unless you
reserve seats in your coaches for this escort or provide the necessary
transportation, furnishing both, animals, and wagons.
I am, Gentlemen, Very respectfully.
Your obedient servant
Edward Hunter
1st Lieutenant, 12th Infantry
,A. A. A.' GeneraP8

No less important an aspect of Territorial stagecoach
operations than carrying the mail and passengers was that
of carrying express. Typical of such express transactions is
the accompanying phOtograph of a way-bill for a'package Of··
currency carried by the Barlow and Sanderson organization. 19 Little is known concerning the freight rate structure
during the Territorial period within New Mexico. One extant
document dated at Pueblo, Colorado, October 26, 1874, and
on the letterhead of "Wells, Fargo & Company's Express,"
shows that that firm charged eighteen dollars per hundred
pounds on packages weighing more than fifteen pO,unds be"tween Pueblo, 'Colorado, and Las Vegas, New' Mexico; while
packages weighing less than fifteen pounds were charged
"according to size and value of the package."2o The average
of passenger Jares charged on two New Mexico rout.es· about
whose rates we have some information was lO%¢ .per mile. 21
18. Arrott File. Fort Union, New Mexico, 1868. (File No.2).
19. The original of this way.-bill was presented to Rodgers Library,. New Mexico
Highlands University, by Mrs. Rose Hanosh of Mora, New Mexico, The sender of the
package ..... indicated ·on the way-bill, Joseph Rouelle. 'was one of the last of the early
trapperB and traders in the Southwest. At one time or another be had been connected
with Kit Carson, .Ceran St. Vrain, and other well-known figures. Rouelle died at Mora
October 9, 1877. See: Las Vegas (New Mexico) Gazette, October 30, 1877.
20. Letter from W. C. Griffin (Pueblo Agent for Wells, Fargo) to J. Rosenwald
& Co., Las 'Vegas, New Mexico. New Mexico File, Rodgers Library. The present (1956)
rate per hundred pounds between Las Vegas and Pueblo is $5.28.
21. Las Vegas to White Oaks, 9'12¢ per mile, supra note 7, Lake Valley to Kingston,
11'12¢ per mile, Wallace, op. "it., p. 97. A line running between Santa Fe and Mesilla in
1867 charged $75 one-way. The latter rate is based on the line's ledger book for that
year in the possession of Mr. William Griffith of Socorro, New Mexico.

